F ig . 1. P roject fo r Che m is t r y Bu ild in g, University of N ew Mex ico, by Wal t er Bu rl ey Gri ffi n, 1915
Mai n elevation . (Co urtesy o f N o rth w es te rn U niversity)

ELEVATION
F ig. 2. P roject f or Che m istry Buil di n g, Un ive rs ity of N ew Mexi co, by W a lt e r Bu rley Griffin, I P ' 'J
P lan. (Courtesy of N or th wes t ern U n iversi y ',
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Fig. 3. Projected Campus Plan for University of New Mexico by Walter Bur ley Griffin, 191 5.
(Courtesy of Northwestern University)

I

~ "~:'~.!-",~-~
,SE.CT10 'J - C D

Fig. 4. P a la ce of th e Gove r nor, Ux mal, Yucatan. Reconstruction.
(Fro m G. O. T o tt en , Ma ya A rc h itectu re, W ash in g to n , D. C. , 1926 )

THE OLD C H E l\II S T HY B

ILDIN G A T T HE

N IVEHS ITY OF NE W MEXI C O.

ITS AX T E CE DEN TS AN D THA DITI O N

H. Allen Brooks , Jr.
Dept. Art and Archaeology
University 0/ Toronto , Toronto Canada
Behind the modest Old Chem istry Building on the
ni versit y of 1 Tew Mexico campus lies a notab le,
though complex, archi tect ura l hi stor y. Chosen as
architect by the sma ll niver it y, which then num bered on ly 135 stude nts, was a man who had rece ntly
atta ined int ern ati onal recogniti on by win nin g the co rnpet ition to design the new federal ca pitol of Australia
- Canberra-which, in 1913 was compara ble to the
honor of bein g ar chit ect of Brasili a or Chandigarh.
Th e conditions of the co mpetition required Walter
Burl ey Griffin , the Ameri can prize winn er, to voyage
d own-under, Thi s trip introduced complications and
dela ys in the fulfillment of his commitments in ew
Mexico and finally resulted in the Old Chemi stry
Building assuming its present form und er the directi on
of Griffin 's associate Francis Barry Byrn e.
Since only two visua l records remain by which we
ca n reconstruct Griffin's or igina l concept our analysis
is grea tly res tr icted. Extant is one pr eliminary drawing for the " Future Chemistry Building" that includes
elevations, pl an s, and a section (figs. 1 and 2 ) and al so
a gro up plan for the entire campus that, unf ortunatel y,
illu strates only two verticle sections tak en th rough
the complex of buildings (fig. 3 ) .
Walt er Burley Griffin prop osed a mo nume ntal,
sym metrica l design composed of sha r ply defined an d
sim ply organized masses which would have read with
grea t cla r ity und er a bri ght ew Mexico sun. Th e
two story building was to ha ve high ceilings thu s allowin g the wind ows to be ca rr ied over the doorways
and orga nized in a horiz ontal band. As seen from the
ex terior these square fir st floor wind ows wer e the
vehicle for a "conce ntration of external ornament
(thus) ena bling the accentuation of black vo ids with
perforated enr ichment."! Thi s was to be the only
decoration on the other wise plain facad e. To achieve
the effect of a high unbroken atti c story the Ien estrntion for the second floor was to be treated as a cle restory reversed so that the wind ows wer e orga nized
a ro und a sha llo w light well over the lower ceilinged
second floor corr ido r (see section, fig. 2 ) . Thi s ingenious a r ra ngement left the upper porti on of the
facad e unobstru cted and enhanced the impressive
chara cter of the edifice.
T

Although the concept und erl ying thi s design was
extre mely personal for a n era domin ated by the mi ssion style or some form of cl ass icism, one may legitimat el y inquirc into those sources which offe red insp iration to the a rchitect. uch an inquiry necessitat es
a look into \ a lter Burl ey Griffi n's backgro und . In
1901, after gra d ua ting from the niver sit y of Illinois,
Gr iffin entered the office of Fra nk Lloyd Wri ght wher e
he stayed about five years du ri ng which tim e the Larkin Compa ny Administra tion Building at Buffalo, and
nit y Chur ch at Oak Park, wer e on the drawing
board s. Once on his own it took until ab out 1911
bcfore the cha racter istics of his per sonal style began
to supersede th ose acquired during his association with

Wri ght. Th e feelin g for mass and solidity found in
the Larkin Building and nit y Church was transfer red
by Gr iffin to domestic architecture and became hi s
hallmark in Ameri ca and Australia. Ar chit ectu re.
however , wa always Gri ffin 's seco ndary interest. Th e
deli ght he took in plann ing and landscaping led him
to enter the competition for Canberra which, when
won , turned his att enti on to the south ern hemi sph ere
for the remainder of his ca ree r. In consequence he
becam e a nati onall y known figure, not in the nited
tat es, but in Australia.
Th e massiveness evident in the design for the Chemistry Build ing refl ects both Griffin 's association with
Wright and his sympathy for the pre-Co lumbian architecture of Mexico. \Vh ile no immediate source can be
isolat ed for the Griffin pr oj ect, the Ma yan Palace of
the Governor at xma l, Yuca tan , expresses a simila r
spirit with its tripartite symm etrical composition, low
horizontal massin g in which the upper half is tr eated
as an atti c story, and stro ng demarca tion separating
this section from the lower por tion (fi g. 4 ). Except
for these point s of compar ison the Griffin design is
manifestl y differ ent with its severe (as opposed to
orn ate ) tr eatm ent of the atti c, the proj ectin g soffit at
mid-el evati on , and the banded arrangement of windows over the doors. It is more the spir it of pr e·
Columbian archit ecture which ha s attracted Griffin
than the specific forms, and if not for the fact that
this spir it was discern abl e in much of Griffin's othe r
contempora ry work one might qu estion the va lidity
of such a co mpa rison. Griffin him self did not mak e
specific refer ence to the an cient ar chit ecture of Mexico
hut , perhaps for the sake of the cli ents, related the
design to the New Mexican tradition by say ing that
" My interpretation of the pu eblo type is governe d
only by its idcal of simplicity and directn ess of adapt.
ing the mean s inh erent in the local mat erials, climate,
and the atmos phe re in its broad sens e.l'" Whi le puebl o
architecture is similar to that of the Ma yans with its
emphas is on cubic form , mass, and severe planear
surfaces, the Griffin pr oj ect, whil e sympathetic to the
local Indian tradition, was cer tainly more akin to the
so uther ly neighb ors.
Wh y or when Walter Burley Griffin fir st becam e
conscious of pre-Co lumbian archit ecture is un certain.
His ea rl iest maj or commission of 190P sho wed a
preference for massiveness but not of the Ma yan type,
His first contact with this exotic a rchitecture pr obabl y
occur red whil e in Wright 's office, for among the
mast er's drawings i a study for a br ick and concre te
bu ilding dat ed 1904~ which vag uely recall s cer ta in
ruin s at Mitl a whi le imultaneousl y hinting at Griffin '
lat er window treatm ent in the Chemi stry Building
proj ect. But a ltho ugh there exist so me questionabl e
relati onships or par all els of earl ier dat e it remains
a fact that Frank Lloyd Wright was not profoundl y
effected by pre-Columbian ar chitecture until 1915 (o r
shortly ther eaft er ) G when its message becam e clear to
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Fig. 5. Alin. Barnsdall Hou ••• L08 Angelee, California
By Frank Lloyd Wright. 1918-20
(Courtesy oC H. R . Hitchcock)

Fig. 6. Old Chemistry Building, University DC New Mexico. by Francis Barry Byrne, 19:
(Photo by David Geb haz

him and led to a st ro ng influen ce on hi s work ; stro nger th an an y othe r to whi ch Wright wa to succum b
during hi s lon g ca ree r. Th e most str iking exam ples
a re th e A. D. German Wareh ou se, Ri chland Cente r,
W isco nsin, of ca . 191 5, th e decoration proj ect for th e
Bogk H ou se at Milwaukee of 1916, and th e Aline
Barnsdall H ou se at Los An gel es of 191 8-20 ( with
sketches for thi s design go ing ba ck to ab out 1917 ) .
Thus Griffin's proj ect for th e Chemistry Building at
the Universit y of New Mexi co was at lea st contemporary to , if it did not pre-date, an y of 'Vright's major
ess ays in thi s direction. A co mpa rison betw een Cr iffin 's design of 1915 and \ . ri ght's Barnsdall House
of 191 8-1920 imm ediately suggests that th e New Mexico proj ect was th e key to '\ right's design (fi g. 5 ).
But th e Griffin drawing was not publish ed and alth ough it was sent fr om Au stralia to hi s Chi cago off ice
it would be impossible to ascertain if Wri ght sa w it.
Thus th e intriguing qu esti on of wh eth er th e Ch emi stry
Building proj ect was to cons titute a major so urce of
inspiration for Frank Lloyd Wright mu st remain un·
a ns were d.
We may regret that Griffin' proj ect gave wa y to
a less ambitiou s sche me for, in sp ite of a certa in stiffness of co mposition, thi s admirable design would ha ve
bee n an impressi ve addition to th e ca m p us. In fa ct,
had Griffin 's or ig inal id ea s materialized , th e entire
ca mpus would have been devel op ed as a unified arch itectural co nce pt. Th e arrangem ent was to be fairl y
tightl y organized around th e main building co mple x
with low appendages radiating out from th e core . The
a rc h itectura l cha rac ter was to be simil a r to that of
th e Ch emistry Building exce pt for th e dominant central motif co m posed of freel y exte nding lat eral planes
sup ported b y vertical posts and scree ns . Griffin, in a
lett er of 29 Augu t 1915, su mmed up hi s id ea s by
saying " the gene ral sch em e i a co mpact, co ntinuo us
pue blo, to afford a ma ximum of she lte r, co nve nience
a nd cozines s. Th e whol e g ro up is low-Iyin g (l and 2
sto ries) with eco no m ical plain masses, . . . and all
dominated by a loft y p yr amidal centr a l str ucture and
rendered attracti ve b y a wid e va r iation of co rre la ted
co urts and axial vistas." From th e standpoint of plan.
nin g this arrangement would ha ve been m ost inter esting, if provocative, since th e idea was at varia nce with
th e usual univer sit y ca m p us la yout wh er ein individual
buildings wer e o rza nized in a pattern around a n o pe n
mall instead of in co ntinuo us sequence. But no th oroug h anal ysis ca n be made of Gri ffin 's th oughts fr om
th ese sparce record whi ch la ck eve n a zro und pl a n.
Our di scu sion up to thi s poi nt has acco unted fo r
th ose two design s crea ted in ab sentia by Gr iffin in
1915, but not for th e Che m ist ry Building now pa rt of
th e Universit y. Before hi s departure for Au stralia
in 1913 Walter Burley Griffin made arrangem ents
with Francis Barry Byrne, a former colleag ue in Frank
Llo yd Wright's studio, to return from California and,
in association with Griffin, to tak e over th e latter 's
Ch icago off ice for a period of tim e to ease th e rupture
ca use d by Griffin's absen ce. s th e yea rs pas cd coo pe ra tion diminish ed and, althou gh th e co ntract of
Januar y 5th , 191 6, between th e
ni ver ity and th e
a rc hitects was sig ne d by both men , th e blue prints for
th e Chemi stry Building, dated April 15th, 1916, ca rry
only th e name of Byrne.

Whil e ostens ibly rel at ed to th e Griffin proposal in
em phas izing mass, cube, a nd blank wall pi er ced b y
windows org a n ized in a horizont al band, th e exec uted
huilding is, in effec t, virtually a new co nce ption (f igure 6 ). Th e feeling o f p re-Columbian ar chitecture is
no lon ger preser ved a nd exce pt for a sim il a r vag ue
relation ship to a pu eblo, th e design is fr ee from hi storical precedent. Francis Barry Byrn e later remarked
that " it min gl ed the influ en ce of Sullivan and Wright,
allied with my precept ion of th e valu es that ex isted
in th e s im pl ifying tenden cies of Irving Gill, whom I
had known during a visit to California." o Irvin g Gill,
too little known in th e nited States, was then doing
sever e work in Southern California not unlike that of
th e ezess ion architect Adolf Loos in Au stria. Alth ou gh th e feeling for mass in th e Ch emi stry Building
is ve ry sim ila r to that ex pres sed b y Irvin g Gill , th e
fen estration and plan of th e building are not. The
refer ence to Louis ullivan is not as inappropriate as
it would see m since Byrn e always felt that Sullivan's
g re a tes t messa ge was to be found in hi s org a nization
of ma ss a nd sim p lifica tio n of form ; certa inly th e
Ch emi st ry Building embo dies th ese id eal s.
Th e plan al so differs fr om th e Griffin project since
th e rooms a re arra nge d around a n o pe n co urt in stead
of a centra l co rr ido r a nd, althou gh th e building is
still bilaterall y sym me tr ica l with a tripartite rna in g
of th e main facade, th e entr a nce sec tio n is proj ect ed
rather tha n recessed. The clea n-c ut window ope nings
neatl y or de red ag ainst th e plain el evat ion s offe r only
partial reli ef to th e ri gor ou s com pos ition. The only
minor concess ion is found in th e in- set re ctangular
panel s placed between th e window voids . Oth erwise
th e building is an essay in stark simp l ifica tion.
Both th e ea rl ie r proj ect by Walter Burley Griffin
and th e exec uted building b y Franci s Barry Byrn e
share man y co mmo n charac ter istics of design, yet one
em pha tically str ive (a nd not with out success) f or
mo numenta lity while th e othe r is co nte nt to be unpretentiou s ; one is co nsc ious of sty le ( in th e design
sen se ) wh ile its co unter pa rt seeks only to be unobtrusive. Both design s illuminate a phase in Am erican
a rc h itec ture and simultaneous ly suggest an aesth eti c
not un sympatheti c to th e International St yl e of th e
foll owing decad e.

NOTES
1. Letter of 29 August 1915 from Wa lt er Burley
Griff in to George L. Brooks, Presiden t, Board of Re gents, University of New Mexico.

2.

IBID .

3. W illiam Em ery House, Elmhur st, Illino is. Execute d as a private commission while Griffin was in
Wright's off ice .
4. Illu strated in A TESTAMENT by Frank Lloyd
Wr ight (N ew Yor k, Horizon Pre ss, 1957) p. 43.
5. Dimitri Tselos in his provocativ e article on "Exotic In fluences in th e Archit ect ur e of Frank Lloyd
Wright" ( M AGAZI NE OF ART, XLVII , 1953, pp. 160·169)
traces the in fluence of pre-Columb ian decora tion on
Wright back to 1895, yet th e first clear ins tance of the
buil ding form being so effected was th e A . D. German
W arehouse of ca. 1915.
6. Barry Byrne,
1951, p. 148.
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